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“O Lord, open my lips….and my mouth will proclaim your praise” Psalm 51:15.  Those words from the Psalmist are the first prayerful words of worship that greet each new day in monasteries around the world.  They have been proclaimed for centuries.

The Psalms are the heartbeat of worship and of life for God’s people, Christian and Jew.  “My heart and my flesh sing for joy to the living God” Psalm 84:2.  The Psalms are the heart that pumps the blood of life into the rest of sacred scripture.  (Benedict Janecko, OSB, The Psalms: Heartbeat of Life and Worship.)

The Psalms are making a resurgence in prayer and worship for many churches after some years of neglect.  To many modern worshipers have shunned the Psalms as being outdated or pre-Christian or even unchristian.  Not so.  They are the heart of being faithful worshipers of God.

The Psalms are first God’s word to us.  The Psalms are scripture – God’s word to us.  Only then can we hear and speak the Psalms as our word to God.  The words by which God has chosen to address us become the very words in which we address God.  (Ben Ollenberger, “The Hymnal and the Psalter in Worship,” AMBS Pastor’s Week, 1/26/93.)

The Psalms embody every human experience and emotion and recognize that life comes form God and must return to God.

Eugene Peterson has written a wonderful book, Answering in God: The Psalms as Tools for Prayer.  Peterson reminds us that “The Psalms come from a people who hear God speak to them and realize that it is the most important word they will ever hear spoken.  They decide to respond…praying to the God who revealed [God’s] self to them in Word” (14-15).  

Peterson goes on to explain that the Psalms are where we learn to pray.  Even more the Psalms inform us that communal prayer is even more faith-shaping than personal prayer.
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One setting of the Monty Python movie, The Meaning of Life, takes place in a church.  It offers us a Pythonesque treatment of the Psalms in worship.  http://www.intriguing.com/mp/scripts/menlife.txt
Chaplain: Let us praise God. Oh Lord…

Congregation: Oh Lord…

Chaplain: Ooooh you are so big…

Congregation: Ooooh you are so big…

Chaplain: So absolutely huge…

Congregation: So ab – solutely huge.

Chaplain: Gosh, we are really impressed down here I can tell you.

Congregation: Gosh, we are really impressed down here I can tell you.

Chaplain: Forgive us, Lord, for this dreadful toadying.

Congregation: And barefaced flattery.

Chaplain; But you are so strong and, well, so super.

Congregation: Fan – tastic.

Monty Python sees the Psalms as central to worship and as usual exposes the casual or self-serving approach to the Psalms sometimes manifested in the church.

Singing the Psalms was central to worship in synagogue and the early Christian movement of the first century.  The hymns Paul and Silas sang at midnight in prison in Philippi were likely Psalms (Acts 16:25). 

Paul tells the Ephesian church to “sing Psalms and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves, singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks to God at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Ephesians 5:19). 

The great early Christian hymns – Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55), Zechariah’s benediction (Luke 1:68-79), Simeon’s song (Luke 2:29-32), and the Kenosis self-emptying hymn of Christ in Philippians 2, all mirror the Psalms.

The Reformer, John Calvin, called the Psalms “An Anatomy of all the Parts of the Soul.”

Anabaptists seemed to downplay the Psalms as they focused their attention on Jesus of the Gospels.  However, the Martyrs Mirror makes frequent mention of the Pslams.  One martyr, Claudine Le Vettre, burned at the stake for her faith in Belgium in 1568, is recorded as singing the 27th Psalm in a loud clear voice in this final moment of her life. (Kathleen Kern, “The Psalms: A Worship Book,” Builder, 26-31.)

Anabaptist leader-martyr Michael Sattler, writing about 1527, a treatise called “Congregational Order.”

Like his “Schleitheim Confession” with its 7 articles, the “Congregational Order” has 7 instructions.  The second is an instruction that the congregation shall meet together to read and interpret the scriptures.  Then he adds one last sentence: “The Psalter shall be read daily at home” (JHY, Legacy, 44).
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The Psalmists hope is to “gather the tribes for worship.” (Tom Troeger & Carol Doran, Trouble at the Table, 38-39.)

The centrality of the Psalms for gathering the tribes for worship is clearly shaped in the 122nd Psalm.  It is no easier to attend to the Psalms as the heart of worship in our day than it was many centuries ago.  That is why we need to sing and prayer the Psalms in worship.

In Psalm 122, the Psalmist is writing about gathering the people on the sacred hill of Jerusalem for worship.

…the tribes go up, 

    the tribes of the Lord…

   to give thanks to the name of the Lord.  Psalm 122:4.

Here the psalm reveals a principle vital to the worship life of any community today as well as three thousand years ago.  This principle is so simple it seems too obvious to name.  Yet worship history and experience reminds us that the Psalms need sung and prayed and addresses so that we don’t loose this principle and form.

This verse 4 of Psalm 122, names so clearly this principle and form.  The tribes go up to Jerusalem in order “to give thanks to the name of the Lord.”  Communal gathering and praise of God draws the people beyond petty allegiances to other competing claims for loyalty.  Such worship of God overshadows all the excuses the people find to restrict their concerns to their own little circle and time in history.  Such worship shaped by the Psalms awakens a vision for justice and wholeness of the community within God’s creation and within history.  In the praise of God the people find the meaning of their very existence which they share with all tribes and peoples and creatures and creation.  

Verse 5 of Psalm 122, goes on to speak to and for us:

…the thrones for judgment were set up,

   the thrones of the House of David.

The throne in Jerusalem was the highest court. By including the throne in this image, the Psalmist is speaking a poetry of the intimate connection between worship and justice.  True worship leads to justice which leads to peace.  For Psalmist goes on with this voice:

Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: 

"May they prosper who love you. 

Peace be within your walls, and security within your towers." 

For the sake of my relatives and friends I will say, "Peace be within you." 

For the sake of the house of the LORD our God, I will seek your good. 

Psalm 122:6-9

Let us always be people who worship and live the Psalms even as we continue this worship singing the Psalms in praise of God.

